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UM ECOLOGIST LANDS $360,000 GRANT FOR KNAPWEED RESEARCH 
MISSOULA —
University of Montana plant ecologist Ragan Callaway has been awarded a $360,000 
grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation for knapweed research. The associate professor 
will use the three-year grant to study why knapweed coexists peacefully with native grasses in 
its Eurasian homeland but outcompetes and replaces similar plants in Montana.
Callaway visited the former Soviet Union country of Georgia in 1996-97 to study 
knapweed in its native environment. There knapweed isn’t a noxious weed at all -  it’s just an 
uncommon, minor player in that region’s plant community.
Callaway said most researchers think knapweed, like other invasive plants, runs amok 
in the United States because it has escaped its regular biological controls -  the things that eat 
it. However, a recent experiment he conducted with undergraduate researcher Erik Aschehoug 
has led him to search for a more complex answer.
The UM researchers planted knapweed with three common Georgian grasses in pots 
and three closely related Montana grasses with knapweed in other pots. They found that the 
Georgian grasses faired much better against the weed than the Montana species.
“We don’t know why knapweed beats up on the American plants worse than the 
Georgians,” Callaway said. “That’s what we will look into with this grant.”
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Callaway’s experiments suggest that knapweed’s competitive advantage against 
American plants may have something to do with either the chemical composition of the plant 
and materials exuded by its roots or special relationships that knapweed has with soil fungi. He 
also hypothesizes that plant communities are more co-evolved than generally thought -  that 
over the eons Georgian grasses have developed ways to deal with its pushy knapweed 
neighbors that its American counterparts lack.
If this co-evolution hypothesis is correct, Callaway said, this may suggest that the 
biological control methods being instituted to combat knapweed in Montana -  such as imported 
knapweed-eating insects -  may be less effective than hoped. If knapweed is successful because 
it uses weapons that Montana plants haven’t experienced, then the creatures that eat it may not 
be the secret to its control.
The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation is a not-for-profit corporation based in New York. 
The foundation makes grants in areas such as population studies, conservation and 
environmental research, public affairs, cultural affairs and the performing arts.
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